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social changes were once more prompting men to take an
unscholastic interest in the material and temporal world.
In like manner, the Greek epics survived strictly on their
merits as poetry and as story-telling ; and therewith survived
what may be loosely called the Homeric philosophy : a view
of the gods and a view of man ; a flippant Ovidian attitude
toward the gods, surviving in what we shall see to have
been a deeply religious society, and a magnificent individualism
in a society that was close-knit and non-individualist :
Homer's conception of the Hero.
It is worth while to consider in detail the social antecedents
of the Greek epic, that poetry whose charm has been upon
the West, directly or indirectly, for three thousand years.
To call it " primitive " does not take us very far. A modern
writer says that whatever poets may come after him, no one
can ever deprive Homer of his privilege of being the first.
True enough, but though he will remain the earliest European
poet known to posterity (and he probably lived in Asia),
he quite clearly was not the first in his own day. The poems
are full of references to earlier poetry and minstrelsy; the
poet of the Odyssey appeals to the Muse " Sing to me also ..."
and remarks incidentally that people always prefer the latest.
One of the few generally agreed points in discussion of the
" Homeric question " is that our Iliad and Odyssey represent
the culmination, not the beginnings, of a period of poetic
development. As for saying that " the world was young
then ", or the like, that might have been sense in the days
of our great-grandfathers, but now that we find reason to
believe that the genus man has an antiquity of half a million
or a million years, the phrase is a mere sentimental and
unmeaning cliche*. Even civilization was no new thing then.
In Homer's time (if he lived in the ninth century, as Herodotos
believed), the Great Pyramid was already nearly twice as
old as any of our English cathedrals is in the year 1936.
Ur of the Chaldees was as old as Rome is now. The Ml
of Knossos, soon after 1400 b.c., was an event as remote
from him as the battle of Agincourt from us, and the history
of the wars and dynasties of the five hundred years between

